T
here are many benefits to being a distance education student while working as a distance education librarian. Through this experience, I feel I have gained a better understanding of the issues that distance education students' face and how the library can help them.
After working for three years as a distance education librarian, I made the decision to get another master's degree and chose a program on the opposite coast from where I was living. While my program was a more practical one and did not require much library use, being a distance education student gave me a valuable perspective on the issues they face and how it impacts libraries and librarians.
So what did I learn?
Marketing and more marketing
Don't assume students are reading their university e-mail regularly. Honestly, I'd let a month or so go by before I read my e-mail from my department. Not that I recommend this practice, but not being on the campus and it not being my primary e-mail account, it was not on my mind. Yes, I could have forwarded it, but I didn't want it to get mixed up with all my other personal or work e-mails. E-mail is generally a good way to contact distance students, but don't expect that they will have read it or respond to it right away. Distance education librarians often comment about how frustrating it is to get the word out. I don't think my library ever contacted me. Although, given the above statement, it's possible they did and I just never saw it. I don't think any of my instructors ever mentioned it. This being a practical degree, they may not have felt the need, but it certainly would have been useful to know the resource existed. I don't recall seeing anything about the library in my information packets, and you would think I would notice that, wouldn't you? It was probably there; I just wasn't paying attention at the time.
As a librarian, market smart. Make it short and make it frequent enough to get the word out. More importantly, like oncampus instruction, try to time it to when the students really need it. An e-mail at the beginning of the quarter is great but by the time they get around to doing the research, its ancient history.
Make an extra effort to incorporate your message into other venues, such as a newsletter that comes out from the distance education office and especially through the instructors. When you do send out an e-mail, keep it short and simple and not dependent on a timely response or action from the recipient.
Get them the resources they need
It's okay for students to use their local resources. As a new distance education librarian, I was often frustrated by students telling me that they use the local university, community college, or public library. I wanted them to use our library because it's their library, too. I wanted them to know that. I
access to what I need. Granted, I know how to work the system, but it really was more convenient for me. Convenience and timeliness are very important to distance education students. We have to respect that.
As a librarian, I never discouraged students from using local resources, but I did alert them to the fact that the local community college or public library does not purchase materials that support their curriculum and may not have the scholarly resources their instructors want them to use. I also contacted the local libraries regularly so that they knew they could refer a distance education student to me.
Make it easy
Make it as easy as possible to get access to your library. At my institution, I had to register each semester and verify that I was enrolled in a class before I could get an account number that let me access the databases and get interlibrary loan services. I'm sure there must have been a good technical reason for this, but after one semester, I couldn't be bothered. I did not like having to justify getting library access every semester. If I had not had to go through the process, I might have explored the library a bit more, but I didn't because I had easier access elsewhere. Working with our circulation department and interlibrary loan department was essential to making things as smooth as possible for the students. Fortunately for me, our system was already quite seamless, but that is not the case at all institutions.
Finally, make your experiences help you connect to your students. I found that telling my students that I, too, was a distance student at another institution, impressed them and connected them to me. I could share some of their stories or frustrations about Blackboard or WebCT or how hard it was sometimes to get the work done while working full-time. In fact, as both a distance education librarian and a distance student, I got to know Blackboard/Web CT from both sides. My experience came in handy at the reference desk when students had questions about how to access something on their Blackboard or why the system was not working.
If you are a distance librarian, this is an experience you should not miss. Even just taking on online class offered at your institution can provide you with a perspective that you have not had before. Even though I am no longer a distance education librarian, those students are still on my mind. I have a newfound respect for the students who are working full-time, have families, and are going to school in a far-off or even not so far-off place. I can understand better the disconnect they feel, despite all of our efforts to make them part of the university. I can relate; and for a distance education librarian, I can't think of a more valuable skill. accomplishment and order if you are happily employed, and it will give your online identity a boost of professionalism. It doesn't cost anything, it is easy to create, and updating it is a breeze. So, what are you waiting for?
Notes

